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... and Laura's head was lighter
than she remembered. It seemed
to float. An hour ago, it was
this thick, meaty lump resting
on her neck. And now, it was a
helium balloon that bobbed and
floated in the air. One of them
foil ones they got at florists with
the cartoon characters on them.
She wondered which character
she'd be for a second. Mter that
second, she started to believe she
really was a helium balloon. She
wondered why she wasn't floating
up and bobbing against the ceiling, picking at the tiles with her
chubby, helium-filled hands. Her
mother must have tied her down.
Tied her down to the stump of
the neck. It annoyed her that
her mother would tie her down,
because it would be fun to bounce
against the ceiling and that just wasn't her mother's business.
A slight breeze tickled the back of her neck and a chill ran down her spine.
She was, or had been, sweating. Her head jerked up and looked at a gigantic
ceiling fan spinning in circles far above her. The cool gusts chilled the sheen
of sweat that coated her body and she felt really, very good, for a moment. So
good, she closed her eyes ...
Jesus was petting her, with the soft cool gusts, and he told her to be good.
And that if she was good, then she would feel good. Little beads of sweat rolled
down her nose and onto her cheeks. She tasted the salt of her own sweat. Her
brown split ends danced in the gusts and she wondered for a second if she ever
wanted to open her eyes again .
... and when she reopened them, the fan was still there.
A frightening thought hit her: If she had not been tied down, then she'd
be popping on that very ceiling tan. Right then and there. She thanked her
mother, and secretly wished she'd been nicer to her about it in the past. Her
head moved down quickly and kept moving, even when she told it to stop. Or
it felt like that, rather.
Slowly, she opened her eyes to half-mast and looked around:
It was so hUJY, all of a sudden. Just an hour ago, there was nobody here
and now it was packed. When'd it get so busy? It was a thriving damn club,
practically. 'Cept it was a bar. A barroom. The word sounded like something
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a rhumba band might perform. A polka, perhaps?
"Baaah-rooom ... " Laura said slowly. These people were little more than
shapes. Imperfect blobs of color. Skin tones. Flopped atop one-another in
order to resemble people. These blobs were talking. They knew each other, these
blobs did. They knew each other and they knew that Laura didn't know them.
They leaned in close to one-another and they almost touched. When Laura
was younger, she hated to have different parts of her meal touch. If the peas
touched the carrots, that killed the meal for her. Often, she would refuse to eat
She couldn't stop thinking
her spaghetti if it made contact with
about that now. What's wrong with these people? She imagined their faces
touching, cheek-to-cheek, and melding together. They'd loose all individuality,
for sure. They'd be gone. And she couldn't get over the fact that they all knew
each other. They spoke to each other with a fondness and a familiarity that
only old friends had. Laura didn't really speak like that to anybody anymore.
When had they met? Had the bartender introduced them? Did she sleep
through the introductions?
"You circle, meet square," she imagined, and laughed to herself, louder than
she realized. She had to have passed out sometime. At some point, she must
have closed her eyes. Had they introduced her? Had they spoke of her at all?
Did the bartender tell the shapes to stay away from her? That she was a girl
who comes to dinner and drinks herself goofy all by herself, and sees strange
things in the bathroom mirrors?
She could feel eyeballs staring at her. The shapes were inspecting her, saying
things about her geometry, and her lines. That her lines were too thin. Not
definite enough. She needed more triangles, not just circles and squares.
God, it was busy.
"When'd it get so busy?"
"Oh it's always busy after nine," a wispy voice said from behind her.
She turned quickly and her waiter stood behind her. A faggy, skinny black
man stood with a pillowy white t-shirt tucked into black slacks. He had no
eyebrows. What kind of a person doesn't have eyebrows? At first Laura wondered if he'd lost them, but then she realized he must have plucked them. Or
shaved them. Guys shave eyebrows, don't they? His eyes were large and white
and he looked directly at her, as he sat a glass down. It had a brownish liquid,
with ice and a white plastic stirring straw in it.
"What did you say?" There was more venom there than she'd intended.
"On Fridays, it always gets like this after nine. Club night, you know."
"Oh yes." She nodded, like she knew.
"Whiskey and Coke, Miss." He nudged the drink over to her.
"Whiskey and Coke? Who sent this for me?"
He
a high, condescending laugh. "You did."
"I assure you, I did not."
"Are you joking? Or. What?"
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"I am not joking."
"You ordered it a minute ago. You said you'd tip me $2 in hurried."
Her face flushed as a vague memory floated into her mind.
"Okay, here's what I want you to do ..." She scooted forward sneakilly, as
thought it was actually important.
''I'm all ears." Sarcasm.
Was that sarcasm? It had to be. It oozed, and sarcasm definently oozes.
"I want you to go get me ... do you have lemons here?"
"Yes,Miss. We have lemons." He snorted like she was retarded and drooling. She wasn't drooling and she certainly wasn't retarded. Err, handicapped.
It wasn't so foolish to think they might not have lemons.
"Then I want you to go get me a lemon wedge."
"A lemon wedge?"
"A half. A lemon halve. A half a lemon."
"A half oflemon?"
"Yes. For my drink."
His eyes rolled back, like marbles on command. "Okay, $2.25 for the
drink."
"I'll pay for it when you bring me my lemon."
"You'll pay for it now."
Her stomach growled. She caved and handed him a five dollar bill.
"Thanks," he said. His "s" trailed, like he was reptilian. He said it through
his teeth. His lips didn't touch. To good to go to the trouble of touching each
other when he spoke.
The waiter gave Laura her three-quarters change. Why'd she have to cave
so quickly? Her vision seemed clearer now.
The bar itself was in front of her. It stood alone, at the center of the room.
Alive and bright, and surrounded by the patrons. It was the clearest thing
around for her. The oak surface shone like a mirror in the desert. Crystal glasses
hung from the ceiling. Glasses in use were filled with exotic-colored liquids. A
muscle-bound man with mousse in his hair and a Redhead in a tube top fixed
drinks for a few patrons who sat around. Her waiter approached the Redhead
from behind and put his hand daintily on her shoulder, whispering something
in her ear. She giggled and looked directly at Laura. Laura looked down quick
and closed her eyes.
She reopened them a minute later and found a lemon wedge resting on a
tiny napkin next to her drink. Her waiter was nowhere to be seen.
"Fast ass hole, "she thought. Laura gasped when she hefted the lemon. She
didn't expect it to be that big. Two inches wide at least. She grabbed hold of it
in her palm and placed it over the drink. She squeezed quickly, faster than she
needed to. Juice and bits of pulp splashed into the drink, with a little splashing
on her face. She imagined it was a field mouse or something else small, and
she was squeezing the life out of it. She shook the last drops of juice into her
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drink, and realized that if it was a field mouse, that she'd be shaking the darn
thing's blood and stuff into her drink. Her face scowled. Why did she think
these thoughts? Her hand dropped to the table, still clutching the squeezed
lemon. She took the stirrer and swooshed the drink. A smile crossed her face.
Laura took a drink. It didn't taste like coke, really. Or even whiskey. It tasted
like lemon. Like the bartender had given her a glass of lemon juice.
"If he had given you lemon juice, iti:l taste a lot worse than that, Laura." a
voice said.
She looked up. The waiter was standing in front of her, with a high-nosed
sneer affixed to his face. She started to wonder how hei:l heard her, but stopped.
She had probably said it out loud and not realized it.
"Do you want me to take the lemon?"
She was tempted to say no. That she wasn't done with it. When he turned
around to leave, she would pelt him with it. She imagined him falling to the
ground, and the rest of the patrons turning to laugh at him. With her. They'd
laugh at her with him. Er. lhey'd laugh at him with her, rather.
"Yes."
He held out his hand and she gave it to him. He turned on his heels and
walked away.
There was this young couple at the bar. They must have got there when she
was talking to the waiter. Or squeezing the lemon. They were her age, about.
Twenty-ish. The boy was a good-looking sort. Clean-cut. He had short hair,
parted and held firm with a dry mousse . His hair formed a wave. Two waves,
each distinct and going in opposite directions. He wore a blueish flannel over
a white t-shirt. The t-shirt was tucked into his jeans and had "Stephen's Jesus"
printed in red text across the chest. His jeans were clean and new-looking.
Laura imagined he lived on a farm. With his parents. That he was a virgin and
saving himself. He was a down-home kinda kid. A corn-bread, white America,
deep south kinda deal. Or was that pure-bread? He sat sideways, on profile,
facing the girl he was with. One arm rested on the bar and the other rested on
his knee, holding a beer. His feet rested on the legs of the stool, and he looked
a bit like a bird on a perch. His eyes never left the girl. His girl. Like she was
the most interesting thing in the world. He smiled every now and again as he
spoke. He seemed to be doing the majority of the talking. Laura asked herself
what she could be saying that was so Goddamn interesting. 'lhe girl was prettier than the boy. Not that the boy was pretty, or that boys needed to be pretty.
But on the scale of looks, she ranked higher and probably played around in a
different social circle. Long blond hair, with darker roots, pulled back into a
pony-taiL She dressed in all white, with a high-sleeved shirt tucked into white
jeans. It was all so tight, like she had to paint it on. She was short and meaty,
but thin in spite. Her breasts were round and rested high on her chest. Her
butt was equally rotund, but in a way that was probably appealing. She didn't
seem terribly skinny at first, but the more Laura inspected her, she realized the
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girl was actually quite thin. Lithe, almost. Her body was this sort of perfect
line, which frightened Laura. Like it was too perfect. Too hyper-real. She
seemed a perfect silhouette, like one you'd see on signs for a strip club. The
girl had a high-nose. A round Jewish-bulb of a nose that turned upwards. A
snob's nose. It was shiny, probably from the bar light reflecting off the grease
on her skin. Her eyes were big and blue, and watery. Like little oceans.
seemed to arch down, forever blue.
The girl didn't look like she was paying that mueh attention to whatever the
boy was
Not that she wasn't looking at him, because she was. But she
seemed to be inspecting him. Judging him. She smiled every now and
and giggled periodically. Laura couldn't hear the giggles, but imagined them to
be high and shallow. Very fake. The kind salesmen give to customers who try to
be funny. No no. 1bis girl didn't care for the boy. Laura felt bad for him. They
were probably on a blind date. He probably came from the farm, dressed up
sort of Casual date dressed up, at least. Probably the first thought that crossed
the girl's mind was: "Why the fuck is he wearing flannel? Do I look like the
sort of girl who goes 'round with boys who wear flannel?" The poor boy. He
meant well. There's nothing wrong with a little flannel. 1he girl wasn't drinking
either. Laura couldn't see a drink at all. She must want to keep her wits about
her, in case the boy decided to "try something" or get "too friendly." Laura
laughed at the thought. The boy wouldn't do that. Not this boy. 1he thought
probably hadn't even crossed his mind to paw her or even touch her wrist, let
alone do anything despicable. The girl should fuckin'lighten up. Laura ached,
she felt so bad for the boy. He seemed to be having fun, too. Laura felt like
she was watching one of those movies with the dog that saves the family from
the wolves and just as they're enjoying life, the dog
cancer and dies. You
know it's going to happen, because it's that kind of movie and watching it, you
can't help but think about the dog dying every moment of the film. 1he boy
was the dog here, certainly. A sad, pitiful dog, with mousse in his hair.
Laura wished the boy would just look over and notice her. Laura'd be good
for him. She may not be as pretty as the blond girl, but she was nicer. And
the boy wouldn't get cancer with Laura. He wouldn't have to be put to sleep
like some dogs do, either. Laura'd get drunk with him and he could molest her
all he wanted. She wouldn't fear it, because she knew he'd do it only when the
moment was right. They'd get drunk together and pass out at his flum. They'd
pass out on the front porch, staring up at the stars and listen to the crickets and
cicada's chirp the night away. A warm blush rushed through Laura's body, like
she'd taken a shot of Brandy. She shivered and felt euphoric.
But that got all messed up when the boy's hands began caressing the girl's
legs. They were sitting closer than Laura'd first noticed, and he was leaning in
as he spoke. The girl was smiling more, as his hands slid up her thighs. His
hands lingered, stopping almost completely on her upper thighs. The girl looked
directly at him. A silly, drunken smile across her face. But she wasn't drinking.
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Laura's stomach caved in and her heart sank way, way down. The boy mouthed
something that looked a bit like "Let's go." Laura half expected them to get up
and leave. But they stayed there, looking at each other. He'd stopped talking
and was just staring. His hands were on her stomach, kneading her skin slightly
with his hands. Laura could see the girl had more padding on her stomach
than she'd first noticed, but that didn't seem to bother the boy. Laura reached
down and felt her own stomach, and felt ribs. He mouthed something again
and the girl looked down and blushed.
This was too much. Too much to take, for poor Laura. This was too much
for poor Laura to take.
She pushed her chair away from the table and stood up. It didn't take any
time at all. One, two, three. ~ick steps. Clearly defined movements: Sit
back. Push Out. Stand up. They'd taken no time at all. She made her way
around the table, weaving a bit. The ground was sand and she felt that she
was walking on a beach. She stomped on the floor to make sure it was really
hardwood. And it was.
She didn't want to look at the couple up close. She looked down to avoid
it. She walked steadily, with little weaving.
"Laura?" A soft voice said. She jumped a bit. The sound of her name
frightened her. She turned and saw the girl and the boy staring right at her.
"Laura, is that you?"
The girl's eyes glowed with recognition. Her nose was shiny, as was her
forehead. Little bumps, barely visible, were scattered across her forehead. A
tall glass, half-filled with ice and a yellowish liquid sat on the bar, next to her.
The boy looked at Laura blankly. Laura noticed the eyebrow she couldn't see
from her seat was pierced, and there was a scar by that eye.
"Yes?"
"It's me! Melinda! Remember?"
Melinda Mitchum. They'd gone to high school together. They knew each
other. They weren't friends, but they were nice to each other.
"Oh geez, Melinda!" Laura stammered. "1 didn't even recognize you."
They hugged. Melinda smelled like cotton candy. Laura hated to think of
what she smelled like.
"1 thought I saw you earlier, over there at the table. But I wasn't sure. Brett
said he saw you looking at us, and I thought it had be you. Oh this is Brett, by
the way. My fiance."
Brett smiled a broad, fake smile. Laura shook his hand and smiled.
"Nice to meet you, Brett."
He nodded.
"So what are you up to? Are you here by yourself?"
"Yeah. I came in for dinner and time kinda flew by."
"What time did you get here?"
"Oh not too long ago. Eightish. Eight-thirty, maybe."
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"Laura, it's almost midnight."
"Fuck me." Laura blinked. "Is it really?"
Melinda nodded. Brett laughed. Laura looked at him, her eyes wide.
Hurt.
"Time flies, huh?"
"Yeah, I'd better go. I was supposed to meet somebody at 11."
Melinda nodded slowly, knowing better.
"Yeah, we were just leaving anyway."
... and she blinked and found herself in the bathroom of the bar. She'd parted
ways with Melinda and Brett, surely, but she couldn't remember what she'd said.
How'd she'd weaseled out. Or if she said anything at all.
It was an old bathroom, and not kept up well. There was a row of sinks
on one wall, with a row of stalls against the opposite wall. The walls had been
painted a dull blue, but had begun to flake and the red brick beneath could be
seen. Grafitti littered the walls. To the left of the mirror, someone had written: "God hates Niggers." Underneath, someone had scribbled: "God doesn't
hate anybody."
Laura leaned against the counter top, looking in the mirror. She looked
worn out and sweaty. Her hair looked somewhat ratty and was tied back into
a pony-tail. She wore a low-cut lavender tank-top, which was very thin. Her
nipples could be seen, under her clothes, like damn erasers.
Melinda and Brett, they were probably gone. Back home and fucking by
now. For the briefest of seconds, she imagined Melinda naked on her back, with
Brett between her thick meaty thighs, screwin' the piss outta her. She shook
her head and the picture vanished.
She looked at the mirror and wondered where she was.
"Where'd I go?" she asked herself Her world was coming apart and everyone
in itwas distancing themselves from her. What was she doing? What was this?
Off in the distance, she could almost hear her waiter saying, "This is a mirror,
Laura. This is your reflection."
"I know, asshole!" she screamed. Her stomach gurgled and she felt sick.
And before she knew it, she vomited. Chunks of burgers and fries, mixed with
apple bits and mozzarella cheese that looked like a milky paste painted the
counter-top, sink and mirror.
A large, shapeless woman in tight pants with flesh hanging out from under
her shirt walked in. She gasped and yelped in disgust. She stood there in the
doorway, like a damn deer in the headlights of a car, blocking Laura in. Laura
felt smothered. Panic hit, and Laura charged at her.
The fat woman bellowed and fell out into the hallway. The rest of the bar
seemed to be huddled around the bathroom door. The woman was crying. Her
shirt had ridden up and her pasty white stomach was on display.
And the woman looked familiar.
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Laura's waiter stood, ahead of the pack, staring at her. He looked at her
through sad eyes and shook his head.
"Fuckyou!"
"I didn't say anything, Laura." His voice soft and sweet.
She had to leave, Laura did. She tried to step over the shapeless woman,
but in the process, stepped on her hand. She yowled, but Laura ignored it. She
ran. Down the hallway and out the door. The air was cold, and Laura felt a
bit like she had underneath the ceiling fan earlier. It was dark out, like usual.
Why was it always dark out when she went outside? She heard a commotion
of people behind her, as she took off down the sidewalk.
A broken streetlamp flickered on and off, splashing a circle of white light
onto the cracked sidewalk below. Moths and flies flocked to the lamp when
on, and turned away when off. An old black man stood underneath the lamp,
and he touched her arm. His clothes were dirty and layered, and his face was
covered with several days worth of salt-n-pepper stubble. He smelled like piss
and shit.
"Got a nickel, miss?"
"Why?"
"I need to get mah-self a cup a coffee."
"A cup of coffee costs more than a nickel."
"I know. I'm savin'up."
Laura gave him seventy-five cents. His eyes lit up a smile took over his
dirty caramel face.
"A nickel'd be fine, miss. 1 don't need so much."
"It's seventy-five cents?"
"But... it's seventy-five cents!"
He stared at her for a moment, his eyes thick and watery. There was life in
those eyes, more than she'd seen in a long time.
"You're a good person, miss. Thank you so much."
That was all it took. The wonder came, and wandered off with Laura into
the night.

